
Institution (by rank)
Type of 

Institution
Postdocs in 

Life Sciences
Annual 

Postdoc Salary

Postdoc 
Office, Assoc., 

or Advisor?

 1.  US Environmental Protection Agency 
Research Triangle Park, NC

Government 25 $41,772–$60,576 Yes

 2. Fred Hutchinson 
Cancer Research Center   
Seattle, WA

Private 286 $35,568–$51,036 Yes

 3. National Institute of 
Environmental Health Sciences
Research Triangle Park, NC

Government 240 $39,000–$65,000 Yes

 4. Trudeau Institute  
Saranac Lake, NY

Private 28 $34,000–$41,000 No

5. University of North Carolina                                                                     
Chapel Hill, NC

Academic 483 $39,300–$58,400 Yes

 6. Wadsworth Center                                                                                        
Albany, NY

Government 75 mean: $36,000 Yes

 7. Cedars-Sinai Medical Center
Los Angeles, CA

Medical 47 $29,744–$60,403 No

8. National Cancer Institute   
Bethesda/Frederick, MD

Government 900–1000 $39,300–$58,400 Yes

 9. Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution
Woods Hole, MA

Private 17 mean: $48,400 Yes

10. Washington University 
Saint Louis, MO

Academic 550 $27,000–$67,000 Yes

11.  The University of Texas
MD Anderson Cancer Center                                                                         
Houston, TX

Private 463 mean: $38,759 Yes

12. The J. David Gladstone Institutes   
San Francisco, CA

Private 71 $38,600–$54,100 Yes

13. Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Cambridge, MA

Academic 509 mean: $40,200 Yes

14. Michigan State University 
East Lansing, MI

Academic N/A N/A No

15. National Institute of Diabetes and 
Digestive and Kidney Diseases
Bethesda, MD

Government 325–350 $37,100–$67,000 Yes 
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BEST PLACES TO WORK
FOR POSTDOCS: 2005

Five government organizations, four universities, three private
institutes, two cancer centers, and one hospital. Those are the
US institutions that landed in the top 15 slots in The Scientist’s

Best Places to Work for Postdocs 2005, which is based on a survey of
postdocs who rate their own institutions.

It is not clear why government and private research centers out-
ranked academic institutions in this year’s survey, but Keith Micoli,
chair of the National Postdoctoral Association (NPA) says, “In gen-
eral there’s more incentive for government and for-profit institu-
tions to take care of their employees.” Lou Simchowitz, head of the
fellows’ office at the 15th-ranked National Institute of Diabetes and
Digestive and Kidney Diseases (NIDDK), agrees: “Government
institutions have recognized the need for change and have dedicated
money, personnel, and resources” to addressing postdocs’ needs. 

Some benefits are institute-specific, such as NIDDK’s grant-
writing workshops and career-transition awards, which provide bridge

funding to young scientists during career transitions. But postdoc
offices throughout the National Institutes of Health also cosponsor
programs, such as brown-bag career development lectures, with sup-
port from the NIH intramural research office, says Simchowitz, who
previously worked at 10th-ranked Washington University.

Private institutes might have earned high marks because of their
size, says John LeViathan, NPA executive board member and human
resources manager at the J. David Gladstone Institutes in San Francis-
co, which placed 12th in The Scientist’s survey. “A smaller population is
easier to manage, to elicit feedback, and to find out what [postdocs] are
feeling,” he says. “It’s easier to be consistent in your practices.” Many
private centers have affiliations with larger academic institutions, he
adds. For example, Gladstone has a relationship with the University of
California, San Francisco, so postdocs get the best of both worlds.

Three of the top 15 in this year’s survey—the National Institute of
Environmental Health Sciences (NIEHS), University of North Car-
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Each year The Scientist asks postdocs from the United States,
Canada, and Europe to reveal how they feel about their jobs,
and this year more than 3,500 answered the call. What’s clear is

that postdocs have an overwhelming commitment to their research,
and the institutions that provide valuable training and experience,
necessary books and journals, and equipment and supplies (the top
three factors) gain high marks. Nearly as important is the support
and communication skills of the principal investigator (PI), which
played a role in seven of the top 10 most important factors. A pleasant
environment, timely pay, accessible daycare, and a 401(k) retirement
plan don’t hurt either, according to the comments we received.

“I love working for the NIEHS,” says Paige Adams of the Nation-
al Institute of Environmental Health Sciences, Research Triangle
Park, NC, which was in the top five institutions in the United States.
“The beauty of the surroundings, the interaction among different
departments, the complete ease of availability of reagents and
equipment, and my great PI and lab coworkers make this an espe-
cially great place to work.”

In this year’s survey, we dropped
a few categories that consistently
ranked as the least important factors
to postdocs, such as convenient
sports facil i t ies or institution-
organized get-togethers. Instead,
important issues mentioned by last
year’s respondents, such as timely
pay or discrimination due to gender
or nationality, were included.

The result? Most of the factors in
our survey rated relatively high
marks, but the issues of pay and treat-
ment still ranked lower than equip-
ment and having a good PI. For
example, timely pay was 17th on the

list in importance. However, one might suspect that it matters a lot to
those postdocs who are experiencing a remuneration problem.

“Columbia is great; however, getting paid can be a problem,” says
Carl de Luca, of Columbia University. “It’s not uncommon for a post-
doc to wait months to get paid, like myself, when starting in a lab.”

Postdocs also had similar job and family needs, regardless of
country. Health insurance, however, is an important issue in the
United States but not in other parts of the world, where state-
subsidized health insurance exists, which is consistent with previ-
ous survey results. This year, health benefits ranked sixth among US
respondents, while it was 28th among non-US respondents. 

While we didn’t specifically ask about it, a lack of affordable day-
care seemed to be an issue in this year’s survey. Many readers said
that even though their institutions offered daycare, it was for all
practical purposes, unusable. Too expensive and long waiting lists
were common complaints. And we did get a few “messages in a bot-
tle” from those workers who may not be getting valuable experience,

proper reagents, or helpful feedback
from their PIs. “This is the worst place to
work,” says one Canada-based postdoc.
“I feel trapped.”

For some, our survey was helpful in
and of itself. “Keep the surveys coming,”
says Aaron Elmer of the Samuel Roberts
Noble Foundation in Ardmore, Okla. “I
believe they are very useful and I find fill-
ing them out to be very cathartic.” And if
our survey doesn’t boost your spirits,
some postdocs try more traditional reme-
dies for unwinding after working long
hours for relatively low wages. “There’s
an on-campus bar, which helps a great
deal,” says Rik Bundey at University of
California, San Diego.

BEST PLACES TO WORK
FOR POSTDOCS: 2005

The Scientist posted a Web-based question-
naire and invited readers of the magazine
and registrants on The Scientist Web site
who identified themselves as nontenured
life scientists working in academia or other
noncommercial research organizations to
respond. We received 3,553 usable responses
from scientists in the United States, Canada,
and Western Europe. We asked respondents
to assess their working conditions and
environments by indicating their levels of

agreement with 46 criteria in 11 different
areas. They also indicated the factors that
were important to them. We identified 123
US and 66 non-US institutions with five or
more responses.

To calculate an institution’s overall rank-
ing, we first weighted each factor based on
the average importance score. Because sev-
eral factors that ranked as important in the
United States are less valued elsewhere and
vice versa, we used different factor weight-

ings to rank US and non-US institutions. The
overall rankings are based on the average
score per institution from all respondents on
all  factors weighted according to their
regional importance. Detailed information
on the survey methodology is available on The
Scientist Web site at www.the-scientist.com.
Our sample of scientists was self-selected,
and we have made no attempt to standard-
ize the results or to conduct detailed statis-
tical analyses.

FACTORS IMPORTANT
TO POSTDOCS (BY RANK)

1. Training and experience for future career
2. Access to books and journals
3. Access to equipment and supplies
4. PI discusses science behind experiments
5. PI discusses issues that arise in research
6. PI demonstrates how to succeed as a scientist
7. PI encourages conference attendance, 

helps defray cost
8. PI clearly communciates expectations, feedback
9. Research work gives me a sense of pride
10. PI understands family, personal obligations

Who does the best job of nurturing the hardworking heroes of science? 
By Maria W. Anderson, Alexander M. Grimwade, and Theresa Tamkins
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olina (UNC) at Chapel Hill, and the Research Triangle Park campus
of the Environmental Protection Agency—are located in North Car-
olina’s Research Triangle, which encompasses Raleigh, Durham,
and Chapel Hill. Melanie Sinche, director of UNC’s Office of Post-
doctoral Services, says that NIEHS, which ranked fourth this year
and third last year,1 “really led the charge,” but that postdoc advocacy
has become a region-wide mission. NIEHS, UNC, and Wake Forest
University in Winston-Salem work together to host career fairs, 
professional development workshops, and lecture series. “In this
area, it’s been easy to find support,” she says.

Almost all the top 15 institutions have
either a postdoc office, which mediates
between administrators and fledgling scien-
tists, or an association, which is an advocacy
group run by postdocs themselves. In the
past 15 years, the number of on-campus post-
doc associations increased from 10 to almost
30, according to Micoli, a pathology postdoc
at University of Alabama, Birmingham. He
says that these organizations help facilitate
dialogue between postdocs and administra-
tors and raise awareness of postdocs’ needs.

For places without an office or organiza-
tion, postdocs are at the mercy of their prin-
cipal investigators (PIs) or mentors to
determine their salaries and working hours.
“There’s almost no quality control at the
institution level,” says Micoli. 

Even at institutions with postdoc offices,
young PhDs still face roadblocks to success-
ful research careers. Some problems are
directly related to the postdoc-PI relation-
ship, and according to Sinche, success in that
area depends on clear communication and
mutual respect for career goals. “Make expec-
tations clear. Keep talking. Discuss the PI’s
research goals with the postdoc and try to
work on the postdoc’s career goals,” she
advises. “You can take a look together and come up with a plan that
works for both people.”

Compensation has also historically been a concern for postdocs,
who frequently feel that they’re being used as a “cheap labor source,”
according to one survey respondent from the Children’s Hospital of
Oakland Research Institute in California. LeViathan says that the NIH
postdoc compensation guidelines, which “tend to be on the low side,”
are only recommendations, not requirements, so many postdocs are
underpaid. (According to the NIH, a postdoc with less than one year
of experience should be paid $35,568, while one with seven or more
years of experience should receive $51,036.) Others find it difficult to

get paid at all. Simchowitz says, “It’s virtual-
ly impossible for people to slip through the
cracks [at government-run research facili-
ties]. That’s not true in academia.”

Other complications lie outside the con-
trol of the PI or institution. Several survey
respondents bemoaned the fact that if they
receive independent funding, such as an
NIH National Research Service Award
(NRSA), they lose benefits and privileges
such as health insurance, parking, and
access to recreational facilities at their own
institutions. In some cases, they’re even
removed from the university phone and E-
mail directories, says Micoli. “At some
places, if you’re on a fellowship, you don’t
even exist at that institution.” Unfortunate-
ly, that’s not the fault of the universities;
the wording of the NRSA prohibits institu-

tions from classifying fellowship recipients as employees. “The NIH
is working hard to rectify this,” says Micoli, but meanwhile the 10%
of all postdocs on these fellowships feel like they’re being punished
for their accomplishments rather than rewarded.

Such mixed signals only exacerbate another problem facing post-
docs: the inability to assess their professional performance and make
a smooth transition to independence. “It’s very unclear what you’re
supposed to do to move on,” says Micoli, “and it’s very hard to moni-
tor your progress.” While the number of postdocs has almost dou-
bled in the last 20 years, the number of tenure-track, faculty
positions has not increased. Institutions are hiring more adjunct fac-
ulty, and less than 15% of the approximately 50,000 postdocs nation-
wide are landing tenure-track positions.

The doubling of postdocs in the United States is largely due to an
influx of postdocs from other countries, as domestic postdoc num-
bers remained flat, according to Micoli. This influx of international
scientists, however, presents its own set of problems. International
travel is restricted because reentry visa stamps are hard to get, and
some funding sources are limited to US citizens and green-card
holders. The United States is now reliant on this “imported talent”
for the future of its science and technology industry, says Micoli, and
if these barriers aren’t resolved, the United States may lose scientists
to Europe, where travel between countries is getting easier and the
visa process is “less antagonistic.”

—Maria W. Anderson 

1. M.W. Anderson, “These postdocs appreciate Uncle Sam,” The Scientist, 18(3):18–9, Feb
16, 2004.

CHANGES IN 2005 COULD HELP EU POSTDOCS

Institution (by rank)
Type of 

Institution
Postdocs in 

Life Sciences
Annual 

Postoc Salary
USD*

Equivalents
Postdoc 

Office/Assoc.

1. Umea Plant Science Center 
Umea, Sweden

Academic 30–40 15,000–17,000 SEK
per month

$2,133–2,418 
per month

No

 2. Uppsala University 
Uppsala, Sweden

Academic 76 (data unavailable
for largest institute)

26,000 SEK
per month

$5,510
per month

No

 3. Netherlands Cancer Institute 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Medical 99 €45,000 $58,661 Yes

4. Dalhousie University 
Halifax, Canada

Academic 111 $37,838 $30,572 No

 5. University of Bristol 
Bristol, UK

Academic 684 £29,341 $55,114 Yes

6. Mount Sinai Hospital 
Toronto, Canada

Medical 109 $39,300 $31,753 No

 7. University of Zurich
Zurich, Switzerland

Academic 757 80,500-86,500 CHF $66,815–$71,791 Yes

8. University of Calgary 
Calgary, Canada

Academic 265 $37,500 $30,293 Yes

9. Royal Veterinary and 
Agricultural University 
Copenhagen, Denmark

Academic 112 €55,000 $71,717 No

10. University of Alberta 
Edmonton, Canada

Academic 175 $38,355 $30,983 No

11. University of Bergen 
Bergen, Norway

Academic 4,450 in math, natural
sciences, 3,930 medicine

380,000 NOK $60,018 No

12. Cardiff University 
Cardiff, UK

Academic 310 £27,989 $52,801 No

13. Utrecht University 
Utrecht, The Netherlands

Academic 300 total (life sciences
not tallied separately)

€38,142–€52,351 $49,721–$68,244 No

14. Wageningen University 
Wageningen, The Netherlands

Academic 150  €2,490–€3,983
per month

$3,245–$5,191
per month

No

15. Centro de Investigaciones 
Biologicas–CSIC
Madrid, Spain

Academic 738 €29,640 $38,636 No
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Postdocs in Canada and Europe are a lot like their compatriots in
the United States. Institutions that provide relevant books, jour-
nals, and supplies, along with the training and experience to

launch a successful career in science, earn top marks from postdocs. 
“This is one of the best equipped centers in plant science that I’ve

seen in Europe,” says Frank Klimmek, at Umea Plant Science Center
in Sweden, which ranked number one on our list of the Best Places
to Work for Postdocs. “There’s a very pleasant atmosphere, it’s com-
petitive but not unfair, and it offers a charming way of life,” says
Klimmek. Cardiff University in Wales, 12th on our list, is centrally
located in a “vibrant and rapidly growing city,” says Jeff Davies. “It’s
a great place to work and live.”

As in the United States, tenured or permanent staff positions are
in short supply for postdocs in Europe. Unfortunately, there are not
as many industry jobs in Europe as in the United States, says Henri
van Luenen, research manager at the Netherlands Cancer Institute
in Amsterdam, which ranked third on our list. “There are many
more companies in the US and thus more possibilities outside the
academia for a scientific career,” he says.

Another problem is a bureaucracy that hinders a researcher’s abil-
ity to move about the European Union. “The only negative thing
about doing a postdoc in Spain [is] the bureaucratic barriers to mobil-

ity,” says Marc Lemonnier, of the Centro de Investigaciones Biologi-
cas in Madrid, which ranked 15th on our list. “These include the need
for an official recognition of foreign diplomas, even within the EU.”

A number of changes are afoot that should make life easier for Euro-
pean postdocs in general, says Christine Heller del Riego of Euro-
Science, a grassroots organization that aims to be the voice of science in
Europe. At a conference in February 2004, the European Commission
announced two important steps towards creating a “true European
employment market for young researchers,” she says. Those include
the European researchers’ charter, and the code of conduct for the
recruitment of researchers; these draft initiatives will set “best practice”
standards and outline employment rights and benefits for scientists.
The aim is to increase international mobility, support the career devel-
opment of young researchers, and make the European Union more
attractive to scientists throughout the world.

“These initiatives should stimulate the national academic markets
in the EU to increase transparency in recruitment and promotion poli-
cies, adequately recognizing the importance of excellence and mobility,”
says Heller del Riego. “The abuse of postdoc researchers originates
from their lack of recognition and place in the system. This would not
occur in a seamless [European Research Area].” 

—Theresa Tamkins 

Top 10 US Academic Institutions
(By Overall Rank)

6. University of North Carolina
Chapel Hill, NC

10. Washington University 
Saint Louis, MO

13. Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Cambridge, MA

14. Michigan State University 
East Lansing, MI

16. Medical College of Wisconsin 
Milwaukee, WI

17. University of Michigan 
Ann Arbor, MI

19. Virginia Commonwealth University 
Richmond, VA

21. University of Alabama at Birmingham 
Birmingham, AL

22. Emory University 
Atlanta, GA

23. University of Kansas
Lawrence, KS
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*currency conversions 
as of 2/2/2005
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